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able majority, of Conservative members, were ready to follow
Chamberlain. Salisbury said once that on the subject of Protection
the Conservative party was like dry wood, and that any man with
a match could set it in a blaze. This was still true, but some of the
strongest Free Traders were to be found in the Conservative ranks and
among Conservative Cabinet Ministers; and the majority of Liberal
Unionists, who in other issues would have followed Chamberlain
unreservedly, were of the same persuasion. Balfour was, therefore,
in the position that there were enough Free Traders among his nominal
supporters to make defeat certain if he openly espoused Chamberlain's
cause, and many more than enough Protectionists to seal his fate if
he rejected that policy. In fact he could only keep the Government
alive by balancing himself between the two views and preventing
any open clash between them in the division lobby of the House
of Commons.
The thing seemed impossible, but for two and a half years Balfour
did precisely this, and in doing it displayed a skill, wariness and
resourcefulness unequalled in the history of Parliamentary strategy.
It was said at the time that no one but Balfour could have done it
and escape great personal discredit, but he had a reputation as a " philo-
sophic doubter " which made his explanations of his own state of mind
seem probable and creditable as well as politically useful. Any other
Prime Minister proclaiming his convictions to be " unsettled " and
representing himself to be moving in an uncertain twilight on a
controversy which swamped all others in the public mind, would
have been drowned by politicians demanding a clear lead. But
Balfour's known disposition was such that he convinced vast numbers
that this was actually his state of mind, and that he was behaving
honestly and courageously in avowing it and claiming it to be the
right attitude for intelligent men on a very difficult subject.
In this way, as one of his critics said, -he " turned his fence into
a pedestal" and kept his opponents at bay. When the House re-
assembled after Whitsuntide he announced that the Government
would hold an " inquiry " into the fiscal question, and declined to
give facilities for any discussion of the subject except on a vote of
censure which would have enabled all his nominal supporters to vote
for the Government. The " inquiry " resulted in the publication in
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